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Abstract: Homonyms present a challenge in the retrieval of objects using Vimeo—an online 
video portal which allows users to augment their content with tags. Relevance theory and 
phenomenological reduction were used as frameworks to identify the extent, and speculate cause 
for the recall of a significant amount of irrelevant objects. 
 
Résumé: Les homonymes posent un défi dans le repérage d’objets sur Vimeo—un portail en 
ligne de vidéos qui permet aux utilisateurs d’augmenter leur contenu au moyen d’étiquettes. La 
théorie de la pertinence et la réduction phénoménologique ont servi de cadre pour déterminer 
l’étendu et proposer quelques explications sur le retour d’un nombre important d’objets non 
pertinents. 
 
 
 
The interactivity of today’s Web environment allows for users to not only access sites, 
but also morph them into dynamic platforms whereby non-experts can create and then 
denote descriptions onto information objects. One example is the use of tags to categorize 
an object; presumably deeming it more relevant to some concept for the user or to make 
some descriptive notion of the information object known to others before they access 
actual content. However, when homonyms—words that are spelled the same but have 
multiple meanings—are used, this presents a challenge. For this study Husserl’s method 
of phenomenological reduction allowed the opportunity to hypothesize users’ subjective 
and objective motivations, while Sperber and Wilson’s relevance theory was applied in 
an effort to expose the meaning and intent of tagging. This abstract describes part of a 
study that analyzed videos classified by non-experts in a social dimension of the Web. 
 
 
1.  Vimeo Tags as Subject Representation 
Unlike other social tagging applications and sites, Vimeo.com allows only the uploader 
of the video to tag his or her object.
1 Therefore each series of tags accommodating a 
record does not reflect the descriptive consensus of its viewers, but instead can be 
considered the result of one individual’s formulation of internal knowledge as created 
through cognitive processes which are made explicit via the universal tools of language 
and text (Chomsky 2010; Foucault 1994).  
 
Tagging’s affect on knowledge organization and classification has been studied for eight 
years. The question usually formulates into some version of: Are tags useful for 
information retrieval? For the most part, tags are used to represent a subject or notion. 
The problem is, subject representation itself is an ambiguous concept since a person’s 
perception of what an object is is based on subjective consciousness, while relevance can 
have effects on user judgments in regards to retrieval efficiency.  
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Husserl’s (1967) science of phenomenological reduction moves away from logical, 
rational, and mathematical bases and actualizes the subjectivity and transcendentalism of 
the mind—i.e., the “science of possibilities” coming before “science of real facts”(7). 
Husserl’s philosophy deals with eidetic description—meaning “original and pure 
descriptive knowledge. . . . the data of intuition,” or looking at the world through self-
reflection and conscious interpretation and not through psychological subjectivity 
(idealism), but rather an objective reality (7). Smiraglia (2008; 2010a; 2010b) applied 
Husserl’s method of phenomenological reduction to social tagging in an effort to study 
associative and cognitive factors in the application of folksonomic classification data to 
digital objects in Web 2.0 platforms. He stated that understanding the intuitive human 
experience in the application of tags can further the field of knowledge organization.  
 
In 1986, Sperber and Wilson developed a communicative theory of relevance. Its main 
premise is one of intention; that is, an individual’s internal calculations, estimations, and 
cognitive expenditure when determining the usefulness or truthfulness of given 
information in the context of alternative sources. Harter (1992) was the first to apply 
Sperber and Wilson’s theory to the field of LIS, stating that sifting through large amounts 
subjective, descriptive information may actually prove helpful to a user because it keeps 
intuitive and inferential processes at a consistent and active level (612).  
 
Thus, the following questions are raised: How do we know if a tag increases relevancy in 
digital objects? Is there really any way to know? And, is it better for the user not to 
know? Could the abundance of English-language homonyms actually increase relevancy?  
 
Taking these quandaries into account, the following research question was proposed: To 
what extent does the problem of homonymy occur among the tags used on Vimeo? 
 
 
2. Methodology and Results 
Several homonym Web sites were assessed. The definitions used to construct semantic 
parameters came from The Siepmann Heteronym List 
(siepmann.org/Heteronyms/list.htm):  
 
1. drawer: (a) one who draws; (b) a boxlike compartment that pushes in and pulls out  
2. sake: (a) purpose; (b) a Japanese rice drink 
 
The data were collected between November 23–25, 2011. The term drawer retrieved 68 
videos using the tagging search function (http://vimeo.com/tag: ), while the term sake 
recalled 294. Therefore 362 videos were analyzed and assigned to one of the following 
categories based on observation:  
 
(1) relevant to the meaning of the first definition of the homonym.  
(2) relevant to the meaning of the second definition of the homonym.  
(3) relevant to a metaphorical concept of a definition. 
(4) seemingly off topic.  
 
 
 
 3 
 
 
 
 
 
No. of  
Videos  Vimeo Tag “drawer”  Category 
41  A boxlike compartment that pushes in and pulls out  2 
7  One who draws (pictures or illustrations)  1 
3  Seemed to be a metaphor for definition 1(b), but no concrete depiction  3 of 2 
1  Seemed to be a metaphor for definition 1(a), but no concrete depiction  3 of 1 
7  Irrelevant: related to a band called “The Drawers”  4/band 
3  Irrelevant to any definition or metaphor for drawer  4 
2  Irrelevant: related to another definition of drawers – i.e., trousers  4/pants 
2  Marked as private and not viewable  n/a 
1  Irrelevant: refers to a username   4/username 
1  Irrelevant: characters of the tag formulate drawer but in  
actuality the tag alludes to an individual: Dr AWER  4/spelling 
 
No. of  
Videos  Vimeo Tag: “sake”  Category 
119  A Japanese rice drink  2 
16  Purpose  1 
4  Seemed to be a metaphor for definition 2(b), but no concrete depiction  3 of 2 
3  Seemed to be a metaphor for definition 2(a), but no concrete depiction  3 of 1 
92  Irrelevant: a Spanish film production company named “sake group”  
uploaded videos and tagged them “sake” but they have nothing to do 
with the definitions 
4/film 
39  Irrelevant to any definition or metaphor for sake  4 
11  Irrelevant: the characters of the tag formulate sake but in actuality the 
tag is, for example, “kutay denizler kısa kes” 
4/spelling 
6  Irrelevant: refers to a username   4/username 
2  Irrelevant: name of a band contains the word “sake”  4/band 
2  In an indistinguishable language – content seemed unlikely  
to be relevant to the two definitions  4/language 
1  Video missing: placeholder is counted but video is not viewable  n/a  
 
 
3.  Analysis 
Phenomenological Reduction. At times a drawer (meaning a compartment) is implied to 
be a visual component of the video by the presence of a tag “drawer” along with other 
tags. And yet in the video below (also http://vimeo.com/16296077) there is no visible 
evidence of such an object: 
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It is easily inferred from the tags above that “drawers” implies the boxlike compartments 
that push in and pull out and yet none of these objects appear in the video. In fact, several 
videos seemed to be set in a kitchen atmosphere with drawers as the topic, and yet there 
were no actual shots of kitchen drawers (e.g., http://vimeo.com/86735). This could be 
considered an act of transcendence, or overcoming Husserl’s “natural attitude”—the 
expectation that drawers will be visible in the video. In other words, “I don’t see 
[drawers], I see the collectivity of my prior experience with them” (Smiraglia 2008, 252).  
 
To the contrary, Japanese people regard the word sake as “alcoholic drinks in general” in 
addition to the specific rice brew cocktail (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sake). Therefore, 
we do not know precisely what is meant when that term is used as a tag. What we do 
know is that the tagger below, consciously or unconsciously, aimed (intended) his or her 
descriptors at English and/or Japanese viewers:    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Relevance Theory. Sperber and Wilson’s theory is based on ostensive-inferential 
communication and could be seen in the data gathered. Tagging is ostensive because it is 
a form of intention that makes cognitive processing of relevant information much more 
efficient for the receiver. Ostension makes “more manifest some information that would 
manifest anyhow, though more weakly so” (Sperber and Wilson 1995, 51). From the data 
collected, one could deduce that acts of ostension are the predominant motivating factors 
of those who apply tags to their videos.  
 
The weak evidence of the content exists in several forms: (a) in the still frame 
placeholder of the video, (b) by the appropriation of a title, and (c) via the description 
field. However, ostension was evident in the 294 videos retrieved using the tag sake 
where 119 were judged as relevant to the Japanese rice alcoholic drink. The tag “drink” 5 
 
was used 9 times, the tag “alcohol” was used 12, “sushi” 31, and “Japan” (plus variants) 
46 times.
2 The implication is people sharing their videos do not seem concerned about the 
existence of the mutual knowledge that sake is a beverage, but feel more compelled to 
explicate that sake is something which accompanies Japanese cuisine—particularly sushi:  
 
 
It was also observed that “Japan” (the tag appearing most with sake) was not meant to 
infer that sake is a Japanese drink, but rather seemed to be used for geospatial 
information; many of the videos containing this tag were either shot in Japan or inside 
Japanese restaurants.  
 
 
4.  Discussion and Conclusion 
Homonymy exacerbates ambiguity. The data in Table 2 show that it only takes one user 
(in this case a film production company whose name contained the word sake) to make 
approximately one third of the data retrieved by the tag search function irrelevant to the 
rest of the user population. By including the other (presumably) irrelevant videos, the 
majority of objects do not reflect either of the sought definitions of sake for this 
experiment. On the other hand, if someone were looking for work by the film production 
company, Sake Group, then hypothetically one out of every three videos would be 
relevant. 
  
Many tags reflected personal perception; the term sake was used as: the name of a drink, 
the name of a drug (alcohol), the name of a restaurant, the name of an event, the name of 
a production company, the name of a dog, the name of a horse, and a username. It was 
used as a metaphor for intoxication as well as a component of speeches concerning 
religious virtue. In other words, a term can mean almost anything and at the same time 
something highly specific.  
 
Regardless of the labels, the act of tagging on Vimeo is clearly one of intention. The 
owner intends his or her video to be recalled based on certain premises and with the 
understanding that others carry appropriate knowledge in order to decipher the message. 
Thus, although tags may convey vagueness, abstractness, specificity, and subjectivity and 
can recall a significant amount of irrelevant data, they still exist in an objective world, 6 
 
and it cannot be forecasted as to how much or little value these appropriations of terms 
will hold in the future—for even if the perfect amount of tags, were perfectly applied, to 
the perfect application . . . perfect performance of an information system could never be 
attained (Wilson 1968, 31–6).  
 
 
5. Notes 
1.  While only the person holding the account can add tags to their videos, one cannot 
assume multiple people do not have access to the account or that more than one person 
did not have a say in the creation and choice of tags.   
2. The author relied on Google Translate for definitions of 19 Japanese tags which had 
been entered as symbols. 
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